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Portfolios: Beyond Assessment
by

Sebastian Foti and Gail Ring
Background
In the past, professors were held accountable for what students learned . If parents
or accreditation organizations wanted to know what students were learning, they asked the
professor for a list of course objectives or an outline of the curriculum. Florida's Department of
Education began measuring mastery of the state's accomplished practice standards by examining
samples of students' work. Students' work is also the focus of assessment procedures used by
many private funding agencies. Should schools, colleges, administrators, or teachers file examples
of student work for each student in the institution?
Because student work is to become part of the evaluation of our institution, we have decided
to develop an infrastructure for the development, storage, and presentation of student documents .
In our proposed model, each student will create, manipulate, refine, and collect evidence of his or
her academic accomplishments. We intend to emphasize this procedure throughout the entire
program of study.
In the literature, the word portfolio is usually accompanied by the word assessment. In our
view, the descriptor "assess ment" severely limits the potential of an electronic portfolio and
creates a perspective on the portfolio building process which undermines its distinctiveness and
perhaps much of its value. Portfolios should help "learners become integral and conscious participants in the learning process" (Courts & Mcinerney, 1993). We feel that the role of the learner in
the learning process is central to the development of electronic portfolios. If we are to use portfolios effectively in our preservice teacher program we must view portfolios as learning tools rather
than as end products. The portfolio itself has powerful pedagogical import and should have the
"potential to inform learning" (Krause, 1996) .

Purpose
According to Barton and Collins (1993), "The first and most significant act of portfolio
preparation is the decision about the purpose of the portfolio." Our students' electronic portfolios
will contain proof of their proficiency on a set of Florida Accomplished Practices. Therefore, the
portfolios will help us evaluate our institutional performance. In addition, each student's portfolio
will serve as an interactive document which will become the focus of an ongoing reflection
process. Students will be making decisions continuously about how to best represent themselves
to their instructors, their peers, and their potential employers.
Rather than viewing the portfolio as a product or a container for holding students' work, we
view it as an organic, evolving document which informs learning. While summative electronic
portfolios can include (a) a representative sample of a student's work, (b) proof of accomplishment
of accepted practices, (c) illustrations of outstanding achievement, (d) information about a student's
goals and aspirations, (e) personal statements, and (f) a personal vita and other documents
relevant to future employment or academic development, formative portfolios offer a workip.g
environment for revision and reflection . Formative portfolios might contain works in progress,
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sample layouts, collaborative work including the work of others, and reference documents under
consideration. For this reason, we believe that electronically stored portfolios should have public
sections and secure, private developmental sections.
Integrating Portfolios into Practice
In order to inform learning, professors must provide multiple, viable illustrations of how
posed problems might be solved. For example, when an accomplished practice is addressed in a
given course, the instructor of the course should present a variety of ways students might use to
demonstrate competency in the given practice. Students will then create their own illustrations to
demonstrate competency in the practice.
Because a portfolio provides a more robust forum for the presentation of one's knowledge
than a textual report, we instructors must revise our expectations. How might a student prove
that he or she had accomplished a given standard practice? Would a video of performance be
acceptable? What if the student produced a media piece or presentation related to the standard,
would that suffice? Could the student create an illustration, debate an issue, develop a piece of
software, create an animation, interpret the results of a survey, or do historical research to prove
that a given practice had been accomplished? It is important to note that the instructor does not
need to be able to perform a particular student activity in order to interpret the appropriateness of
the response.
Support
Clearly, when the possibilities for acceptable completion of an assignment are widened to
include more information channels- for example the application of one or more media streams or
the development of abstract pieces of software-support for the student is essential. We believe
that it is possible to build an infrastructure that attends to students' needs and simultaneously
informs the learner (see Figure 1). In the model, the instructor of each course provides examples
of how the course integrates with standards and/or curricular goals.

Figure 1. Instructor-aided infrastructure for portfolio development.
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Next, instructional design students and/or student assistants should analyze the
illustrations of acceptable work provided by the instructors. They can then develop online support
systems that might contain information sheets, tutorials related to the specific skills, descriptions
of the accomplished practices or other standards, external links to pertinent references, video clips
showing examples, a list of frequently asked questions, misconceptions, typical sample problems,
and other helpful information . In addition , lun ch time seminars , workshops , and
question-and-answer sessions can be held to provide support for specific endeavors. The goal of
the support infrastructure is to help students improve their performance without making decisions for them. Using portfolios as a forum to demonstrate the accomplishment of given practices
transfers a great deal ofresponsibility to the students. Decisions on how t o ~ demonstrate their
competence, such as which information channels to use (video, audio, photographs, text-based
anecdotes , etc.) should remain with the students. Portfolio development increases the number of
decisions students have to make about specific assignments, goals, and/or tasks.
Developing an Index Page

Even though we wa nt to support students' decision making, it is important for those who
must have a ccess to student portfolios to be able to find specific information quickly and efficiently. Therefore, the index or home page for each student should be relatively uniform . During
our preliminary efforts, our students each created a portfolio that consisted of required pages and
optional personal pages. An example of a student index page is shown in Figure 2. In the figure,
the items in the lighter box were specified by our program and the items in the darker box were
chosen by the student. Each link points to a page or pages set up by the student. Although the
format of the index page is clearly defined, content development should remain flexible and
student centered. Portfolios are very personal. Student creativity and reflection are important
consequences of the portfolio development process. Portfolios not only encourage students to make
decisions, they encourage students to reflect on their work. As Krause (1996) states, "Portfolios
allow numerous opportunities for the learner to think flexibly and nonlinearly about how and to
what degree learning and change over time have occurred ." We have discovered that when
planning portfolio implementation, there is always a great deal of discussion about student reflection. However, as the process becomes formalized, the portfolio specifications become more rigid
and inflexible. We believe that preserving room for reflection should be a high priority when
institutionalizing the use of portfolios.

John Doe's Index

Illustrations of General Qomyetencies
My Qoursework
My PersQnl;!,l Philosoyhy
PrQfessional Goals and Achievements
Resume
Affiliations
HQbbies
Personal Pa~e
Links to Qutside Reso1m:e11
Figure 2. Example of student index page.
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Testimonials
We found that student portfolios motivated students to continue to manipulate their work,
think about quality, express their creative side, and impress their parents and friends . Students'
comments include the following:
"I probably spent more time on it than was necessary, but I am proud of what I made."
"I was so proud of it, I sent the link to everyone I know."
"I worked way too hard on this not to update it and use it in the future."
"I really got caught up in ·it, I spent huge amounts of time trying to make it better."
"It has given me an innovative and creative way to display my thoughts, achievements, and
skills that paper-based models just can't do."
"I felt that my finished portfolio is very simple so I want to revise it to make it look better."
These statements confirm that "the portfolio is a cumulative record of progress that fosters reflective thinking and can be used for advisement, assessment, and eventual placement" (Mokhari,
Yellin, Bull, & Montgomery, 1996).

Personal Impact
At the end of the semester some of our students commented that they used their portfolio to
supply additional information about themselves to their potential summer employer or as part of
a job hunting process . Research supports their efforts; in a 1994 Combs and Bull survey, over 70%
of the school administrators surveyed thought a resume provides inadequate information to make
an adequate hiring decision and indicated that they would welcome a portfolio as part of the hiring
process (Mokhari, Yellin, Bull, & Montgomery, 1996).

Conclusions
Portfolios may be used effectively to model 21st century uses of technology to preservice
teachers. As we watched our students create portfolios, we noticed collaboration and the sharing
of ideas among students. As students began to reflect on their work and their learning experiences, they began to discuss ideas with their peers. Soon a healthy competition developed and
their work clearly evolved. Many of them incorporated more advanced web development
techniques and spent a considerable amount of time doing so. Others who were artistically gifted
incorporated their own artwork on their pages. In fact, we had not known that these students
were artistically gifted!
We continue to have many questions about portfolio development. As our formal implementation plans are developed, we will attempt to determine how portfolios contribute to student
learning. We will try to learn how to support a higher level of student reflection, an increased
sense of ownership in our students' knowledge development, and an increase in students' self-esteem.
We believe that by managing the vast amount of information in their portfolios, by deciding how to
build a public representation of their accomplishments and of who they are, and by trying to
integrate the various components of their public and personal histories, our students will develop
skills and perspectives that will serve them well in the future .
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